CAROL   AND   CODREANU
several of his best men in the battle. At the end he was unnerved
by the days and weeks and months of combat, by the noise and
glare and strength of this fire-spitting dragon, laired in the bowels
of the earth. When I heard this story I wished I had been there
to write it; it seemed to me as well worth telling as that of any
seaman's fight with the storm, any peasant's fight with famine, or
any explorer's fight with the eternal snows.
Slowly, as the train lumbered on its way, the crimson world
paled again into pink and then into white and once more the
silent snowfields lay beside the line, with the sagging grey clouds
above them. But I was glad that we had passed through that zone
of reddened snow. As long as we were in it the wheels of the train
said oil, oil, oil, oil, oil, and that, I knew, was the appropriate
refrain, for a student of our contemporary times, in Rumania.
A little while later, on the Orthodox Christmas Day, I stood in
a Bucharest street and watched King Carol go to the ceremony of
blessing the waters, A heavy hussar's busby almost hid his eyes.
The voluminous white cloak of the Order of St. Michael the
Brave, with its black cross, fell about his shoulders. In his hand,
a field marshal's baton. At his side, as always, his son Michael,
who has already once been king and yielded the throne to his
father when King Carol made that spectacular return to Rumania.
Another strange scene, for the album of our contemporary
Europe. In the streets through which King Carol passed, the
civilian population had been drained off as if by a pump. No
Bucharesters cheered him as he went; a few of them could be seen,
in the far distance, down the cordoned-ofF side streets. The win-
dows of the houses were closed, by order, and, I suppose by order,
no faces appeared at them. The cafes and restaurants on the route
were closed, and no-one was allowed to enter them. After the
religious ceremony in the little church, the King and the Prince,
followed by the little group of priests and ministers and officers and
officials, passed through troop-lined but otherwise empty streets
to the little river Dambavitza, a trickle like the Fleet River, that
has already disappeared beneath the roadway for a great .part of
its journey through the city.	**
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